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      This paper addresses the issue of the grammar rules which 
have been traditionally taught to English as a Second Language 
(ESL) and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. A 
critique of these rules is approached from several perspectives. 
In the first section, second language (L2) research is examined 
to see whether or not explicit knowledge of grammar rules 
actually improves L2  performance.  In'the second section, 
linguistic rules of grammar are contrasted with pedagogical 
rules of thumb. Finally, in part three, I turn to the field of 
discourse analysis and look at the limitations of sentence-level 
analysis versus text-level  analysis. Throughout, the central 
inquiry will be what kind of grammatical instruction can best 
assist the learner to achieve fluency in the English language. 
Explicit Grammar Knowledge: A Research Perspective 
     What can L2 research tell us about the connection between 
explicit knowledge of grammar and performance on language tests? 
Is there evidence to suggest that certain types of classroom 
instruction can lead to higher levels of spoken or written 
accuracy? I will examine three well known studies from applied 
linguistics in order to begin answering these questions. 
    A study by Hulstijn & Hulstijn (1984) found that the 
general performance of learners with explicit knowledge of two 
Dutch word order rules was  "generally higher" than subjects who 
could not state a rule or stated one incorrectly  (p.  37). Also, 
rule knowledge helped significantly when subjects used the more 
difficult form in free speaking activities. 
     In a 1992 research study by Green & Hecht, German students 
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were asked to look at sentences containing grammar forms which 
they had been taught. They were directed to correct any 
grammatical errors and then state the rule involved. Overall, 
an average of 46% of the students remembered the rules. When 
they were able to remember a rule correctly, the students gave 
an accurate error correction 97% of the time. The results 
showed a much stronger connection between knowledge and 
performance ability than Hulstijn & Hulstijn's study. 
Unfortunately, neither study  describep the actual method of 
instruction used so we cannot see how different teaching methods 
affect test outcomes. In conversation with Professor Harley at 
the University of Toronto, Harley explained that instruction has 
been a catch-all term in L2 research; very few studies have been 
designed to specifically test whether different methods of 
grammar teaching are more effective than others. 
     The study also found that in the case of, a significant 43% 
of accurate error corrections, a suitable grammar rule was not 
provided. One explanation for this may be that the process of 
learning a rule can facilitate acquisition and then the rule is 
forgotten or becomes unconscious. Finally, the study showed 
that there are more and less difficult rules to remember and 
apply. The easier rules included a/an, who/which, some/any, and 
subject-verb order. Aspect, progressive and perfect, and 
gerunds gave students the most difficulty. 
     In Seliger's study (1979), 55 ESL learners of mixed age 
were instructed to state the rules for using a and an, and then 
without time constraint subjects were asked to demonstrate their 
knowledge by giving examples in spoken form. Unlike the 
previous studies, Seliger found that there was no correlation 
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between knowledge and ability even though many subjects thought 
their understanding of the rule guided their output. However, 
from the results Seliger theorized that pedagogical rules do 
have a place in language learning. These rules help students to 
avoid making false hypotheses and to learn more efficiently by 
focusing on structures which must be acquired. Therefore, those 
learners who received explicit grammar instruction may have 
acquired the same performance levels more quickly than their 
counterparts. Unfortunately,  Seliger ,  did not prove the validity 
of this hypothesis. 
 What's in a Name: Infinitive  versus Locomotion 
      A point unexplored in L2 research is whether the use of 
grammar terminology helps or hinders the learning process. 
Berman (1979) supports the use of traditional grammatical 
terminology in classrooms and textbooks for two reasons. The 
first is that there are only about 50 technical terms in all 
(e.g., noun, infinitive),  and these are not overly burdensome 
for the learner to acquire. Secondly, no matter what one 
studies (e.g., math or anthropology), there will always be 
subject-specific terms. These serve as shortcuts, mnemonic 
devices, or categories which can help learners organize their 
knowledge. Moreover, the nomenclature gives individuals the 
ability to speak together more readily about a subject. 
     Applied linguists have discussed the nature of grammar 
terms and whether or not better alternatives could be found. 
For example, instead of calling boy a noun, one could use the 
term agent or actor. Seliger (1979) further questions whether 
traditional grammar explanations have a psychological reality to 
students. For example, with count and non-count nouns students 
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may wonder,  "Why can a person count apples but not rice?" or "If 
I can clearly count fish, why can't I call them fishes?" These 
are certainly challenging questions for a teacher to answer. 
     Seliger also adds an interesting note on the concept of 
rule learning and rule reconstruction. Learners are not 
passive, empty vessels that store memorized lessons  in order to 
spout them back. Instead, 
     Some of the new information which is represented by the 
     pedagogical rule is recoded and assimilated in the 
     learner's already existing  cognitive systems in accordance 
     with how that rule is perceived by them, but some of this 
     information is quickly forgotten [Re: Teachability 
     Hypothesis] because the learner's systems are not ready to 
     absorb it (1984, p.  366). 
      In conclusion, further research is clearly needed in order 
to understand the relationship between the nature of grammar 
rules taught, explicit rule knowledge, and language performance 
ability. Sadly, even the more current research lacks the kind 
of specific information necessary to understand the correlation 
between these elements. 
Rules of Grammar or Rules of Thumb 
     There are two kinds of grammar rules: linguistic grammar 
rules which attempt to give an exhaustive description of the 
structure and rules of thumb which are selective, often 
memorable, and designed to serve a pedagogical purpose. For L2 
instruction, we rely mostly on the latter. Rules of thumb are 
defined as (a) a method of analysis based upon experience and 
 Common sense and intended to give approximately correct results, 
or (b) a general principle regarded as roughly correct and 
helpful but not intended to be scientifically accurate (Collins, 
1995, p.  1455). 
     Berman (1979) and Westney (1994) believe that a rule of 
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thumb must meet these principal criteria: (a) truthfulness, 
which includes being cumulative, and (b) simplicity, which 
includes being concrete and  memorable. Rules of thumb then 
subdivide into two categories: rules of formation (e.g., perfect 
= have + past participle) , and rules of use (e.g., past 
continuous is used for an interrupted action in the  paSt). 
     The problem with rules of thumb found in textbooks and 
given by teachers is that they are often untrue; the rules have 
been so generalized or reduced that  they are no longer factual. 
Berman notes a survey by Moody of texts for teaching Spanish to 
English speakers. In the survey results, 30% of the rules in 19 
 out of 20 texts were inaccurate (Berman, 1979, p.  282). 
     Rule overgeneralization can also feed the stereotype that 
all rules have exceptions. Westney suggests that it is better 
not to give too simple a rule to cover a complex structure, or 
learners lose faith in the accuracy of all rules  (1994). 
Therefore, it is probably better not to teach beginners too many 
explicit grammar rules. Rather, teach low-level learners 
primarily through communicative instructional methods and leave 
rules which require a more sophisticated understanding of the 
language to a later stage in the learning process. 
     In defense of rules of thumb, Faerch  (1986) states that 
purely mnemonic rules are very helpful in the learning process 
(e.g., i before  e except after  c). Though they abound in German 
teaching in Denmark, mnemonics are rare in English language 
teaching. He suggests that we need to see their creation as an 




     I now wish to turn to the field of discourse analysis to 
examine rules of grammar from another perspective. Discourse 
analysis is a method of inquiry which focuses on text and/or 
extended speech acts rather than on the micro level of word, 
phrase or sentence. In the domain of English grammar  pedagogy, 
discourse analysis focuses on grammatical rules which cannot be 
fully understood at the sentence level. One such grammar point 
is the second-mention rule for  artic19 usage. When a speaker or 
writer first mentions a noun, the indefinite article a or an is 
used (e.g., Yesterday, an earthquake shook Tokyo). In the 
second reference to the noun, the definite article the is used 
(e.g., The earthquake measured 5.4 on the Richter scale). To 
decide whether or not to use the definite or indefinite article, 
one must examine a longer portion of text in order to locate 
past references. This is in contrast to grammar rules which are 
context free and require only sentence-level attention. Subject-
verb agreement, for example, he goes, we go, falls into this 
category. 
 Sentence-level versus discourse-level analysis 
     Most teachers still teach almost exclusively from a 
sentence-level standpoint. Rules are given to a learner and 
then individual sentences, devoid of context, are assigned for 
practice. Celce-Murcia notes that language teachers cannot be 
blamed for this approach as "they are merely following the 
practices of generations of formal linguists; both structural 
and transformational-generative" (1991, p. 146). 
     Only four rules of grammar appear to be context free and 
are suitable for purely mechanical manipulation. These are 
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subject-verb agreement, determiner-noun agreement, gerund use 
after prepositions (e.g., for reading), and reflexive 
pronominalization (e.g., John cut himself; Celce-Murcia, 1991, 
p.  135). 
     By far, the greatest number of English grammar rules depend 
on the context of the usage and the meaning the writer or 
speaker wishes to convey. For example, if an employee is late, 
the speaker has the choice of telling the boss, "I forgot to set 
my alarm before bed," or the more formal and cryptic, "I was 
delayed." Both the active and passive sentences here are 
grammatically accurate, but in specific contexts only one would 
be correct. If for instance you were on the verge of being 
fired, the use of the first sentence would be totally foolish. 
Selecting one form over another is mostly a matter of choosing 
what message one wants to convey in a given situation as opposed 
to just satisfying some prescribed grammatical formulation. 
Therefore, when teaching grammar, points must be embedded in a 
thematic and functional context  in order to provide students 
with a real choice in which form to use. 
     Drawing again on Celce-Murcia, she provides a list of rules 
generally considered to be discourse-sensitive areas of grammar. 
The points correspond to the work of McCarthy (1991) and 
McCarthy & Carter  (1994). They are passive voice, indirect 
object alternation, particle movement in phrasal verbs, 
pronominalization (across independent clauses), 
article/determiner selection, position of adverbials (e.g., 
phrases, clauses), existential there, tense-aspect modality 
choice, question formation (e.g., yes-no, tag, declarative), 
relative clauses, and complement selection (e.g., that-clauses, 
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infinitive, or gerund; Celce-Murcia, 1991). 
     Discourse analysis and teaching: levels and limits 
     How much discourse analysis should be taught? At what 
stage should it be introduced? Which grammar points are most 
important to teach at the discourse level, and what are the 
limits of its usefulness? 
     The rules for tenses in traditional texts are very linear, 
ideational descriptions of time: past perfect precedes past, 
past precedes present, etc. How is  a,  learner to deal with 
sentences such as, I was hoping to see her tomorrow or I'm 
walking up the stairs when suddenly I hear a noise to describe a 
past event? Should one bother to teach traditional rules if 
they are to be broken so frequently? 
 McCarthy and Carter suggest that standard rules should be 
taught initially to provide "useful mnemonics and if taken as 
basic rules of thumb, give the learner a systematic resource 
with which to communicate effectively" (1994, p.  94). Perhaps a 
good time to commence teaching discourse-level rules is at the 
intermediate level when basic structures learned previously 
begin to be reviewed and can be contrasted with one another. 
     A significant problem with teaching discourse analysis is 
that the aspect of choice can be very threatening and confusing 
to learners with highly analytical learning styles, or those who 
dislike risk taking. Though traditional grammar can give the 
feeling that language is a series of atomistic units, not 
necessarily fitting together, it can also provide the sense that 
a language can be acquired in a systematic and tidy fashion. 
     Conversely, a strength of discourse-level teaching is that 
it is very amenable to discovery learning approaches. This 
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contrasts with more teacher-centered, inductive methods whereby 
the teacher as expert dictates the rules to passive students. 
Discourse analysis emphasizes the personal nature of grammar 
selection, allowing the learner to take ownership of their new 
language through the exercise of choice. 
     The use of language corpuses and concordancing 
     A very interesting development in the field of discourse 
analysis is the use of computerized language corpuses such as 
the Cobuild Bank of English and the creation of concordancing 
software to analyze this language data. The Collins Cobuild 
English Dictionary defines concordance as "a list of the words 
in a text or group of texts, with information about where in the 
text each word occurs and how often it occurs" (Collins, 1995, 
p.  335). Therefore, concordancing provides information to 
understand the real use of a word or structure. 
     One example of the Cobuild project's analysis is the use of 
the past perfect. The traditional rule has been that past 
perfect is used for actions occurring in the past, prior to an 
earlier past event (e.g., I had finished my homework by the time 
my mother  came  home). What is inherent in this definition is 
the idea that the past perfect is used primarily to serve the 
function of chronologically ordering  events. Hughes looked at 
the concordancing data and found that 10 out of 17 instances of 
past perfect served the function of explanation, (e.g., I had 
already left before she announced the test). Five more cases 
had evaluative functions, and finally only two instances were 
found in her sample to be of chronological ordering  (McCarthy, 
Carter & Hughes, 1995). Therefore, traditional grammar 
explanations need to be reexamined in order to see whether they 
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actually reflect real language use. 
 Phrasal verbs and the limits of discourse-level 
teaching 
     Another example of discourse-level grammar is particle 
movement with phrasal verbs. For example, Sharon turned off the 
light is juxtaposed with Sharon turned the light off. Some 
grammarians suggest that the degree of newness or the importance 
of the direct object determines the word order. In the first 
example, the word light is  highlighted and in the second, the 
direct object has already been mentioned but "was not 
sufficiently recent or well established as old information to 
merit use of the pronoun, as in  'Sharon turned it on'" (Celce-
Murcia, p.  140). 
     I seriously question the value of teaching this kind of 
discourse-level rule. Firstly, learning English phrasal verbs 
is an incredibly difficult task in itself. Secondly, I don't 
think the degree of meaning change is such that it would cause 
second language learners to misunderstand or be misunderstood if 
a less appropriate word order choice was made. I believe that 
before we choose to burden our students with more English 
language rules, we need to have a significant justification for 
doing so. 
Conclusion 
     Reexamining traditional grammar is necessary in order to 
find new pedagogical possibilities. With rules of thumb, 
mnemonic devices, discourse analysis techniques and 
concordancing, we are learning that there are many alternatives 
to the grammar teaching of the past. Applied linguistic 
research must go further to prove the benefit of these new 
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methods in actual language performance tests, and teachers need 
to be willing to innovate and try new methods of instruction for 
the benefit of all language learners. 
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